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He put forward and emphasized one or two essential factors
in the process, which, as usually happens with the work of
a great man, were overemphasized by his followers to the
exclusion of any others. Although Darwinism at the moment
tends to be discredited, no discredit need fall on Darwin him-
self, who was a patient, hard-working, clear-sighted naturalist,
the very model of a man of science.
What are the essentials of his doctrine? In contradistinc-
tion to Lamarck, Darwin emphasized the action of the environ-
ment on the organism. He pointed out that most animals
are enormously prolific, that there is neither room nor food for
all, and that there is, in consequence, a struggle for existence
and a survival of the fittest. But why should one individual
be more fitted than another to survive? Darwin answered
this question by pointing to the innate variations existing
between one individual and another. The web of life is so
intricately woven that even the slightest accidental variations
- may have a survival value for their possessors, who will conse-
quently have longer life and larger families than their less
fortunate brethren. These favourable variations are passed
on to the next generation, who in turn vary about a new
mean: again those most favourably endowed survive, pro-
pagate, and transmit the variations to their offspring. Gradu-
ally in this way new species would emerge, isolation greatly
helping the process. All the characteristics which distinguish
one animal from another are attributed, in the last resort, to
slight variations in the individuals of some primal stock or
stocks.
In the case of the giraffe, for example, we may suppose that
the animal at one stage of its development was four feet high.
As it multiplied all the foliage within reach of animals of this
height would be quickly consumed, and only those taller than
the normal would survive. This selection and elimination
would persist in countless successive generations, the ultimate
result being the giraffe as we know it to-day.
Darwin's theory, then, rests on the assumptions that living
creatures are very prolific, that they have to struggle for food,
that variations occur and are transmissible, that the result is